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Writing Women in Modern China: An Anthology of 
Women's Literature from the Early Twentieth Century. Ed. 
Amy D. Dooling and Kristina M. Torgeson. New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1998. 394pp. ISBN 0-231- 
10701-3 (paperback).
Before about a decade ago, the literary activities of 
Chinese women in the early twentieth century, with the exception 
of two or three canonized female authors, have been largely 
unknown to Western readers. However, the emergence of a 
substantial body of archival, historical, and interpretative 
scholarship, as the editors of Writing Women argue, has begun 
to challenge conventional approaches to the study of modern 
Chinese literature and culture. No doubt, recent feminist 
theoretical contributions, in China as well as in the West, have 
played a significant part in promoting the burgeoning industry of 
publications on women’s contributions to twentieth-century 
culture and society. The publication of Writing Women 
constitutes an invaluable and timely contribution to the field of 
Chinese Studies because it is part of the larger critical project on 
rethinking familiar issues of modernity from the perspective of 
gender.
Writing Women is the only English language anthology to 
date which is committed to systematically introducing Chinese 
women’s writing from the early 1920s and 1930s—a period 
during which women's movements flourished, and general 
awareness about gender discrimination increased partly as a 
result of foreign influences, and partly due to 
changing domestic circumstances. The 
anthology is arranged chronologically, with 
relevant biographical data on each author 
preceding the translated pieces. In addition to 
a number of new and older renditions of 
representative texts by more established 
writers, a major strength of the anthology is 
that it presents new and first-time translations 
of texts by lesser-known female authors. Any 
comment on the quality of the translations, 
some by the editors, would have to involve a 
careful scrutiny of the original Chinese texts.
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However, since the present reviewer is not an expert in 
translation studies, more general observations will suffice here.
Certainly, the editors' sensitive and intelligent dialogue with 
Chinese culture, which is immediately noticeable from their lucid 
introduction, is reflected in the translations, which are neither 
literal nor completely free renditions of the Chinese. The 
convoluted syntax so typical of more literal translations is 
absent, as is an excessive number of idiomatic English 
expressions used to render the culturally strange in linguistically 
familiar ways. In other words, the accessibility of the translations 
has not been compromised at the expense of cultural specificity.
Furthermore, the translations reflect a diversity of literary styles 
and narrative tones which correspond to the life-experience of 
individual authors.
The anthology’s introduction itself can be considered a 
milestone in feminist scholarship on modern Chinese literature.
Theoretically informed, historically grounded, and analytically 
motivated, the essay accomplishes a great deal. The conceptual 
(rather than thematic) approach subdivides the essay into five 
sections; this not only serves to contextualize the translated 
pieces historically but also helps give a sense of the ideological 
complexity of the issues involved. A good example of this is the 
third section， entitled “Creating the Modern Self: Public Forms of 
Private Expressions in May Fourth Women's Writing" (18). This 
portion of the introduction focuses on and analyzes the 
preference for autobiography and a diary style so typical of 
Chinese women's writing in the 1920s.
Although the introduction is mainly concerned with literary 
issues, the pedagogical implications are much broader. In this 
respect, the statement that Writing Women is (<not about women 
as much as about their struggles to find ways to write (woman/ 
and thereby themselves, into the discourse of Chinese 
modernity” （3)， applies as much to the editors1 own critical 
project as to the writers they study. A general lack of knowledge 
about and/or interest in women’s participation in culture, they 
argue, betrays patriarchal preconceptions of gender difference 
and aesthetic production. Significantly, the editors fault both 
Western sinologists and Chinese scholars for perpetuating the 
view that "besides Ding Ling, Ling Shuhua, and Xiao Hong there 丁玲
were few other ‘worthy’ or ‘significant’ women writers during the 凌叔華蕭紅
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formative stage of modern Chinese culture (3). What is at stake, 
then, is (ta preliminary attempt to construct a new narrative of 
literary production in modern China—one that foregrounds 
women’s literary expressions on the subject of women” （4). For 
this reason, the editors have adopted an interdisciplinary 
interpretive framework which draws on feminist, historicist, and 
literary concepts of cultural analysis so as to do justice to the 
decentralized and multifaceted nature of the categories of 
“women，” “femininity,” and “women’s literature.” Not surprisingly， 
the texts chosen for the anthology defy any quick and easy 
generalizations; they are of interest from the perspectives of 
feminist activism, historical reflection, and aesthetic self- 
expression. The inclusion of a variety of genres, such as the 
satirical essay {zawen), the traditional folk ballad {Han yuefu), 
the verse/prose (tanci), as well as the short story and modern 
poetry, further underscores the editors' open-ended approach to 
the subject of writing women in modern China.
Writing Women eloquently demonstrates that gender 
constitutes an indispensable analytical category in the study of 
Chinese modernity and that womens writing is central to the 
teaching of modern Chinese literature.
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